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Key Facts
Lead is a cumulative toxicant that affects multiple body
systems and is particularly harmful to young children.
Lead in the body is distributed to the brain, liver, kidney and

bones. It is stored in the teeth and bones, where it
accumulates over time. Human exposure is usually assessed
through the measurement of lead in blood.

Lead in bone is released into blood during pregnancy and
becomes a source of exposure to the developing fetus.
There is no known level of Lead exposure that is considered
safe.

Burden of Disease
From Lead Exposure

The Institude for Health
Metrics and Evaluation (IHME)

has estimated that, based on 2015
data, lead exposure accounted for 494
550 deaths and loss of 9.3 million
disability-adjusted life years (DALYs)
due to long-term effects on health. The
highest burden is in low- and
middle-income countries. IHME also
estimated
that
lead
exposure
accounted for 12.4% of the global
burden of idiopathic developmental
intellectual disability, 2.5% of the
global burden of ischaemic heart
disease and 2.4% of the global burden
of stroke (2).

Lead exposure is preventable.
Lead is a naturally occurring toxic metal found in the Earth’s

crust. Its widespread use has resulted in extensive
environmental contamination, human exposure and
significant public health problems in many parts of the world.

Health Effects of Lead
Poisoning on Children
Lead can have serious consequences for the health of children. At

high levels of exposure, lead attacks the brain and central nervous
system to cause coma, convulsions and even death. Children who
survive severe lead poisoning may be left with mental retardation
and behavioural disorders. At lower levels of exposure that cause
no obvious symptoms, and that previously were considered safe,
lead is now known to produce a spectrum of injury across multiple
body systems. In particular lead can affect children’s brain development resulting in reduced intelligence quotient (IQ),
behavioural changes such as reduced attention span and
increased antisocial behaviour, and reduced educational attainment. Lead exposure also causes anaemia, hypertension, renal
impairment, immunotoxicity and toxicity to the reproductive
organs. The neurological and behavioural effects of lead are
believed to be irreversible.

WHO Response
WHO has identified as 1 of 10
chemicals of major public health
concern, needing action by
Member States to protect the health of
workers, children and women of
reproductive age.
WHO has made available through its
website a range of information on lead,
including information for policy makers,
technical guidance and advocacy
materials.
WHO is currently developing guidelines
on the prevention and management of
lead poisoning, which will provide
policy-makers, public health authorities
and
health
professionals
with
evidence-based guidance on the
measures that they can take to protect
the health of children and adults from
lead exposure.

